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THE  SEVEN  SONS  OF  SCEVA 

"Jesus  I  know&  and  Paul  I  know; 
but  who  are  you?"     Acts  19:15 


It  is  a  rare  individual  who  can  eat  a  fortune  cookie 
and  resist  reading  the  message  inside    Thirteen  is  a  num- 
ber that  most  people  prefer  to  avoid  -  whether  it  be  the 
13th  floor.,  Friday  the  13th,  or  the  numeral  13  on  the  uni- 
form of  an  athlete*    Let  a  ladder  rest  against  a  wall  in  a 
busy  part  of  town,  and  notice  how  many  New  Yorkers  will 
walk  around  rather  than  go  under.    For  all  of  our  sophisti- 
cation we  have  not  yet  been  emancipated  from  the  spooky 
world  of  the  occulto 

In  earlier  dayss  of  course ,  magic  and  evil  spirits 
virtually  dominated  manfs  view  of  the  world*    Indeed,  it  was 
as  difficult  for  an  individual  in  the  Roman  Empire  of  the 
first  century  to  disbelieve  in  magic  as  it  would  be  for  us  to 
disbelieve  in  the  omni-competence  of  science. 

In  the  19th  chapter  of  the  Acts  of  the  Apostles  a  fas- 
cinating incident  is  described  that  could  only  have  taken 
place  in  a  world  that  took  its  demons  seriously*    Central 
figures  in  this  mini -drama  were  seven  sons  of  a  high  priest 
by  the  name  of  Scevac    "The  Seven  Sons  of  Scevat  "    Their 
name  has  the  ring  of  an  act  that  might  be  booked  into  the 
Ed  Sullivan  show.    The  association  would  not  be  altogether 
misleading.,  for  these  seven  men  apparently  toured  the  coun- 
try as  a  band  of  professional  exorcists .    By  weaving  spells 
and  pronouncing  names  they  purportedly  would  deliver  peo- 
ple from  the  debilitating  effects  of  demon  possession. 

The  seven  sons  of  Sceva  came  to  Ephesus  —  a  city 
known  for  its  magic  —  to  do  their  thing*    In  the  incident  un- 
der review  the  seven  of  them  made  a  house  call  on  a  man 
who  was  possessed.    Willing  to  invoke  any  name  that  might 
carry  power,  and  hearing  recently  of  the  Apostle  Paul  and 


his  success  as  an  exorcist  with  the  name  of  Jesus,  they  in- 
toned that  name  themselves. 

The  brothers  were  hardly  prepared  for  the  results. 
The  demon  within  the  man  cried  out,  "Jesus  I  know,  and 
Paul  I  know;  but  who  are  you?"    (Acts  19:15)    The  ailing 
man  turned  on  his  would-be  healers  and  did  them  bodily 
harm.    The  name  of  Jesus  was  exaltedB    Recently  convert- 
ed Christians  in  Ephesus  who  were  still  dabbling  in  magic 
and  sorcery  confessed  their  deeds  and  burned  their  books 
in  a  public  place0    The  sum  of  it  ail  is  gathered  up  in  the 
last  verse   of  the  19th  chapter  of  Acts:    "So  the  word  of  the 
Lord  grew  and  prevailed  mightily* "    (Acts  19:20) 


"Jesus  I  know,  and  Paul  I  know;  but  who  are  you?" 
This  intriguing  text  has  touched  off  two  reactions  in  my 
mind  and  hearts    The  first  is  this:    How  futile  it  is  to  have 


the  name  without  the  spirit !    According  to  the  Book  of  Actss 
Sto  Paul  invoked  the  name  of  Jesus  to  the  benefit  of  many 
because  his  spirit  was  in  tune  with  the  Spirit  of  Christ^ 
Thus,  in  his  first  Corinthian  letter  Paul  could  write:  "When 
I  came  to  you,  brethren,  I  did  not  come  proclaiming  to  you 
the  testimony  of  God  in  lofty  words  or  wisdom0 . ,  „    My 
speech  and  my  message  were  not  in  plausible  words  of  wis- 
dom, but  in  demonstration  of  the  Spirit  and  power,  that 
your  faith  might  not  rest  in  the  wisdom  of  men  but  in  the 
power  of  God."    (I  Cor.   2:1-5) 

To  pronounce  the  name  of  Jesus  without  commitment 
to  the  Spirit  of  Jesus  is  to  know  the  futility  of  the  sons  of 
Sceva.    Actually,  they  were  reducing  religion  to  a  form  of 
magic.    They  were  seeking  power  without  personal  surren- 
der.   Their  sordid  activity  reeks  of  superstition  and  manip- 
ulation. 

Israel  at  one  time  drifted  into  this  habit.    Jeremiah 
had  to  speak  against  it.    Whatever  their  sin  or  unbelief  the 
people  would  simply  go  up  to  the  temple,  touch  its  massive 
stones,  and  comfort  themselves  with  the  knowledge  that  the 
house  of  the  Lord  was  there.     So  Jeremiah  spoke:    "Do  not 
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trust  in  these  deceptive  words-    This  is  the  temple  of  the 
iordt  the  temple  of  the  Lord,  the  temple  of  the  Lorda " 
( Jer.  7:4)    "Behold,  you  trust  in  deceptive  words  to  no 
avail c    Will  you  steal*,  murder,  commit  adultery,,  swear 
falsely,  burn  incense  to  Ba*al9  and  go  after  other  gods  that 
you  have  not  known9  and  then  come  and  stand  before  me  in 
this  houses  which  is  called  by  my  aames  and  says   'We  are 
delivered!8  -  only  to  go  on  doing  ail  these  abominations?" 
(Jer0  7; 8-10)   To  invoke  the  name  and  be  a  stranger  to  the 
Spirit  of  God  is  to  profane  religion  and  to  take  God's  name 
in  vain0 

One  senses  that  this  temptation  is  a  present  danger 
in  America*    The  idea  still  persists  that  this  is  a  Christian 
nation,,    If  we  mean  by  this  that  more  people  are  publicly 
identified  with  the  Christian  religion  than  with  any  other , 
this  is  true    But  to  say9  by  a  reading  of  our  actions  over 
the  last  twenty  years,  whether  within  our  shores  or  beyond9 
that  we  are  in  touch  with  the  Spirit  of  the  living  God,  is  an 
arrogance  that  cannot  be  supported.    Even  though  we  have 
his  name,  on  our  coins  -  "In  God  We  Trust,"    even  though 
in  the  Pledge  of  Allegiance  we  speak  of  ourselves  as  a  na- 
tion "under  God/'    even  though  in  presidential  inaugural 
ceremonies  and  other  high  occasions  we  invoke  the  name, 
what  does  it  all  mean?    The  name  without  the  spirit  is 
futile = 

It  happens  all  the  time  in  the  church.    Superstitious 
parents ,  wherever  the  church  is  founds  develop  the  strange 
notion  that  unless  their  children  are  baptized  some  magical 
power  is  denied  them,    Thus*,  we  have  the  spectacle,  in  one 
church  after  another ,  of  mothers  and  fathers  who  have  no 
sympathy  at  ail  with  the  Christian  faith,  no  interest  at  all 
in  the  mind  of  Christ,  no  determination  at  all  to  hear  his 
voice  or  do  his  will,  coming  forward  to  have  the  name  of 
Jesus  spoken  over  their  children's  heads. 

In  some  distant  day  it  might  have  been  proper  to 
think  of  the  word  "christen"  as  a  synonym  for  "name*"    But 
let  it  be  clearly  understood  that  any  child  that  is  born  and 
given  a  name  by  its  parents  1ms  a  name    The  church  does 

not  confer  the  name.    Christian  baptism  is  not  a  eh  il  cer«  • 


mony.    The  incantation  of  the  three-fold  name  of  God  is  not 
a  magical  rite  to  be  worked  like  a  charm  on  the  life  of  a 

child.. 

The  same  holds  for  Christian  marriage.    People 
come  to  this  and  other  churches  for  the  purpose  of  getting 
married.    Many  are  not  the  least  concerned  that  their  mar- 
riage be  Christian,    Often  they  are  totally  disconnected  from 
what    the  church  believes,    Yet9  they  feel  that  if  the  marriage 
ran  be  performed  within  the  walls  of  a  church  building,  their 
life  together  will  be  better  for  it     What  makes  a  marriage 
Christian  is  not  where  it  is  held,  but  the  spirit  that  the 
bride  and  groom  bring  to  it.    The  recitation  of  pious  words 
in  the  presence  of  those  whose  hearts  are  set  on  pagan  val- 
ues is  ineffective,  and  ultimately  futile0 

Think  of  how  often  we  invoke  "the  name"   in  a  regular 
service  of  worship*    We  say  the  name,  we  sing  the  name, 
we  hear  it  said,  we  hear  it  sungc    But  to  what  avail  are  all 
our  recitations  of  that  name  which  is  above  every  name  un- 
less our  spirits  are  in  tune  with  the  spirit  of  the  living  God9 
Sustained  iamiliarity  usually  breeds  impotence  I 

Yets  when  some  crisis  comes  we  lift  our  hands  to 
God  and  say,  "Did  we  not  build  this  nation  in  your  name? 
Did  we  not  commit  this  child  to  you  in  your  name?    Did  we 
not  found  this  marriage  in  your  name?    Is  this  church  not 
dedicated  to  your  name?"    But  the  answer  comes  back, 
"Jesus  I  know,  and  Paul  I  know;  but  who  are  you?"    You 
have  the  words  but  you  do  not  have  the  spirit.    The  name 
alone  is  nothing* 


My  other  reaction  is  this:    How  tragic  it  is  to  need 
the  Spirit's  power,  and  be  without  it]     For  a  moment  I 
should  like  to  give  the  sons  of  Sceva  the  benefit  of  a  very 
stubborn  doubt,    I  want  to  assume  that  they  werenTt  alto- 
gether bad  men,  only  after  money,  that  they  sincerely  want- 
ed to  help  this  man  who  had  summoned  them  to  his  homec 
Perhaps  his  body  was  horribly  disfigured.    Perhaps  he  was 
given  to  dangerous  epileptic  seizures.    Perhaps  his  life 
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showed  a  checkered  pattern  of  destructive  outbursts  of  tem- 
per*,   These  seven  sons  wanted,,  perhaps  for  the  first  time 
in  their  life*  to  go  straight,  and  to  bring  down  power  that 
would  change  human  life*    So  they  reached  back3  feeling 
that  if  they  joined  together  in  genuineness  of  spirit  they 
would  be  able  to  deliver.    Aias9  they  found  that  they  were 
impotent ! 

The  Scriptures  have  no  sadder  stories  that  those  that 
tell  of  men  and  women  who  thought  that  they  could  call  down 
power  when  they  had  to  have  it,  after  they  had  been  indiffer- 
ent to  GodEs  ways  over  a  long  period  of  time,    I  would  have 
to  nominate  Lot  as  one  of  the  most  tragic  figures  of  alL 
You  will  recall  that  he  was  a  tag-along  when  Abraham  went 
out  from  Ur  of  the  Chaldees*    Abraham  said  to  his  nephew, 
"You  had  better  come  along,  I  need  younger  legss  some 
stronger  arms9M    and  Lot  did*    As  they  journeyed  together 
they  both  prospered  to  such  a  degree  that  the  cattle  of  one 
got  in  the  way  of  the  cattle  of  the  other 0    Abraham  wisely 
said8  "Werll  have  to  go  our  separate  ways,"  (Genc  10:9b) 
This  was  the  critical  moment  in  Lot^s  life  and  the  record 
says  he  looked  down  and  saw  the  well -watered  land  that  was 
like  unto  Egypt ,  and  decided  to  journey  east.    No  thought  at 
all  about  spirit  moorings .    Ail  that  mattered  was  the  poten- 
tial for  wealth  in  the  land  that  he  had  chosen,    Genesis  puts 
it  tersely:    "Abraham  dwelt  in  the  land  of  Canaan,  while 
Lot  dwelt  among  the  cities  of  the  valley  and  moved  his  tent 
as  far  as  Sodom,"    (Gen,   13:12) 

But  while  Lot  was  in  Sodom  word  came  that  the  city 
would  be  destroyed*    Herein  lies  the  tragedy:    "Lot  went 
out  and  said  to  his  sons-in-law  who  were  to  marry  his  daugh- 
ters, 'Up,  get  out  of  this  place,  for  the  Lord  is  about  to 
destroy  the  city, f  But  he  seemed  to  his  sons-in-law  to  be 
jesting,"  (Gen,  19:14)    If  ever  Lot  needed  the  power  of  the 
Spirit  to  give  his  words  weight,  this  was  it  I    He  probab^ 
figured  that  those  intervening  years  of  modest  dissipation 
could  be  overcome.    But  his  sons-in-law  laughed  at  him. 
He  reached  back  for  power  that  had  long  since   left  him  and 
could  not  be  recalled, 

Samson^s  experience  was  similar*    He  gave  his  heart 

-  5  - 


to  a  young  damsel  in  the  valley  of  Sorek  by  the  name  of 
Delilah.    With  his  head  resting  comfortably  on  her  lap  he 
disclosed  the  secret  of  his  incomparable  strength.    Delilah 
cut  his  hair  and  then  cried  out,  "Samson,  the  Philistines 
are  upon  you»"  (Judges  16:20a)     The  record  has  it  that 
"Samson  awoke  from  his  sleep  and  said,  'I  will  go  out  as 
at  other  times  and  shake  myself  free, x  And  he  did  not  know 
that  the  Lord  had  left  him,"  (Judges  16:20)    He  reached 
back  and  there  was  nothing  there, 

A  pathetic  figure  of  a  man  one  time  came  up  to  Jesus 
and  said,  "Lord,  have  mercy  on  my  son?  for  he  is  an  epilep- 
tic and  he  suffers  terribly;  for  often  he  falls  into  the  fire  and 
often  into  the  water.     And  1  brought  him  to  your  disciples 
and  they  could  not  heal  himc "  (Mai.   17:15)    Later  on  the 
disciples  asked  Jesus  privately,  "Why  could  we  not  cast  it 
out  ?"  (Mat...    L7:19)    They  wanted  the  power  but  they  could 
not  summon  the  powri 

To  b^  in  the  spirit        this  is  what  it  is  about „    Yet, 
being  in  'he  spirit  is  so  hard  to  defint   or  describe.    11  is 
much  easier  to  talk  about  a  formal  religious  relationship 
than  to  speak  about  an  internal  Lntima<  v  with  <jod,     We  can 
turn  to  denominational  statistics  and  find  out  how  man/  mem 
bers  a  given  church  has,   but  there  is  no  book  to  whuh  wo 
can  turn  thai  will  tell  us  how  many  members  o!  a  given 
church  art  Living  triumphantly  in  the  power  ot  the  spirit  : 

We  know  some  oi  ih*-*  negative  signs    the  signs  that 
mark  the  spirit's  absence  o\  demise:    a  lack  ol  confidence, 
a  sense  of  guilt,    readiness  ( o  boeome  iatigued  and  irrita 
bility    uncertainty  about  one's  self,  suspicions  about  othei 
people.     In  short,  wt  have  some  inkling  of  what  it  is  to  Live 
out  of  touch  wuh  the  ground  sou  roes  oJ  our  Lif<       Arid  it  is  a 
ha rd  way  to  Liv< 

t  •  I     wh<  n  some  personal  crisis  «  om<  s  upon  us9  we 
turn  lor  power  to  exorcize  th<   demon     A  literal  illness: 
some  doubt  '.hat  keeps  dragging  us  down    some   problem  'hat 
will  nol  be-  resolved,  a  word  thai  we  must  speak  and  hav>- 
b(  l.i(  •  •-!      B\:»  the  vo'u  e  comes  back,  '   Jesus  i  know,  and 
Paul  j  know    but  who  a:<    you?' 
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This  is  Pentecost  Sunday,    It  is  the  day  when  the 
church  as  one  recognizes  the  descent  of  the  Holy  Spirito 
The  Spirit  was  imparted,  not  broadly  and  indiscriminately 
diffused  like  rain0    He  was  experienced  by  men  and  women 
who  were  opens  ready,  prayerful  and  expectant. 

The  Holy  Spirit  is  God  "on  location"  in  the  human 
hearto    The  Holy  Spirit  is  personal c    Therefore,  the  Scrip- 
tures can  speak  of  the  Spirits  being  grieved  or  quenched 
or  resisted  or  disobeyed*    The  Spirit  of  God  cannot  be 
bought  —  as  the  graphic  story  of  Simon  Magus  in  the  Book 
of  Acts  bears  out* 

But  to  be  filled  with  the  Spirit  is  really  not  all  that 
difficult ,  even  though  our  Pentecostal  friends  have  sur- 
rounded the  subject  of  the  Holy  Spirit  with  an  encumbering 
theology  of  the  "second  bJessingc"    Jesus*  words  could 
hardly  be  clearer:    "If  you  then,  who  are  evil5  know  how  to 
give  good  gifts  to  your  children ,  how  much  more  will  the 
heavenly  father  give  the  Holy  Spirit  to  those  who  ask  him?" 
(Luke  11:13)    We  have  nots  because  we  ask  not,    -It  is  ray  be- 
lief that  if  we  ask  God  for  the  illuminating5  kindling  pre- 
sence of  His  Spirit  in  our  hearts  that  spirit  will  straight- 
away lead  us  to  Jesus  Christ,  and  to  that  joy  and  power 
which  belong  to  all  who  dare  to  live  by  faith.    This  is  the 
good  news  of  Pentecost,. 

"God  is  not  dead:    His  Spirit  wills 
A  work  of  overwhelming  might ! 
And  thou  shalt  not  in  bondage  groan 
Nor  be  to  tyrannies  a  prey, 
For  He  has  claimed  thee  as  His  own 
To  consecrate  to  liberty,"  2 


"Jesus  I  knoWj  and  Paul  I  know;  but  who  are  you?" 
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CLOSING  PRAYER 


Lord,  we  sense  that  we  are  weak 

when  we  might  be  strong. 
That  we  accept  defeat  when  we 

might  live  triumphantly  in  Thee* 
Deliver  us  from  the  vain  recitation 

of  pious  words  and  venerated 

formulas, 
To  the  end  that  we  may  know 

The  power  of  Thy  Holy  Spirit 
Working  in  our  hearts „ 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lordc 

Amen, 
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